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Clara Whitfield could tell the season by whatever came through the shop door in buckets. November meant chrysanthemums and the last of the dahlias, stems cut too short by growers rushing to beat the frost. By the time she swept the floor at half past eight that evening, the bin at the back of Fern & Thistle held more broken stalks than usual, and her fingers smelled the way they always did in late autumn, green and slightly bitter, like the inside of a snapped twig.

"Leave the mopping, love. I'll do it in the morning." Mrs Trevelyan said this most nights and meant it perhaps one night in ten. She was seventy-one, built like someone who had spent her whole life lifting buckets of water, and she ran Fern & Thistle the way she ran most things, as if the shop might collapse the instant she stopped paying attention to it.

"You said that yesterday." Clara kept sweeping.

"And I was right yesterday too. Go home, Clara. You've a train to catch, and I'm not having you blame me if you miss it."

The last customer of the day was still there, a man in his sixties named Alistair Bowen who came in every Thursday for a single stem, always the same kind, always white. He never explained why, and nobody at the shop had ever asked. Clara wrapped the stem in brown paper the way she'd been taught, folding the corner twice so it wouldn't tear, and when she rang it up she pressed the till key for the wrong amount, quietly, the way she'd been doing for the better part of a year.

"That's less than last week," Alistair said, counting his change.

"We had a delivery mix-up." Clara didn't look up from the register. "Don't worry about it."

He knew, she suspected. He'd known for months. But he took his flower and thanked her and said the same thing he always said, that she'd make somebody a fine wife someday, and Clara laughed the way she always laughed, not because the joke was good but because it was his, and it seemed unkind to let a small kindness go unanswered.

When the door had shut behind him and the bell above it had stopped its thin ringing, Mrs Trevelyan looked at Clara over the top of her glasses.

"You'll bankrupt me, giving away my stock."

"One stem, Mrs Trevelyan."

"One stem a week is fifty-two stems a year, and don't think I haven't done the sum." But she was smiling when she said it, and she went back to counting the till without any real conviction that Clara should stop.

It was in the last ten minutes before closing, when the shop had gone quiet and the only sound was the hum of the cooler where the roses were kept, that Clara did what she always did in the gaps of her day: she took the folded paper from her coat pocket and continued the sketch she'd started that morning on the bus. It was a curve of pathway through a square of green, benches set at angles that would catch both morning and evening sun, a run of lavender along the border to keep the bees from crowding the roses. She had drawn a version of this same corner a dozen times, changing the angle of the path, changing where the water might go, never quite deciding it was finished.

She didn't hear Mrs Trevelyan come up behind her until the older woman's shadow fell across the paper.

"That's a nice bit of nothing you've drawn there."

Clara folded it before she'd quite decided to. "It's not anything. Just doodling."

"Doodling." Mrs Trevelyan said the word slowly, testing it, the way she tested a stem for freshness. "You've been doodling the same square of grass since March, as I recall."

"It's a different square now."

"Is it." Mrs Trevelyan didn't push further, though her look lingered a moment longer than Clara was comfortable with, and then she turned back to the till, and the moment passed the way these moments always passed between them, noticed, not discussed. Clara had never shown anyone the whole folder. Not the paths that wound through nothing, not the little diagrams of who might sit where, not the pages where she'd written herself notes about drainage and shade she'd taught herself from library books because she'd never once set foot in a lecture hall for it. It felt, whenever she imagined telling someone properly, less like a secret and more like a private argument she hadn't yet won with herself, the argument being whether any of it amounted to something a person could actually do, or whether it was simply what she did instead of doing something real.

She put the folder back inside her satchel, buttoned her coat, and said goodnight.

St Ives at half past nine on a Tuesday in December was not the town the postcards sold. The shops along the harbour front had long since put up their shutters, and the only light spilling onto the cobbles came from the pub on the corner and the chip shop two doors down, where a man Clara vaguely recognised from school was scraping the fryer clean for the night. The tide was out, and what boats remained sat tilted in the mud, ropes slack, waiting for the water to come back and give them purpose again.

She had grown up three streets back from the harbour, in a terraced house with a green door that her parents still lived in, and she knew this walk to the station the way she knew the sound of her own name, the place where the pavement narrowed and you had to step into the road, the gap in the wall where a fig tree grew that nobody had planted, the exact spot where the wind off the sea hit hardest and made you wish you'd worn a scarf. She had thought, at nineteen, that she might leave. Most of her year had gone, to Plymouth, to Bristol, to London if they were ambitious or lucky or both. Clara had stayed, first because her mother's hip had needed looking after, and then, when her mother's hip had mended, because she found she didn't particularly want to go, and being wanted somewhere, even by cobblestones and a fig tree that didn't know it was growing in the wrong place, turned out to matter more to her than she'd expected.

It had started to snow by the time she reached the station, not the postcard sort that fell in soft handfuls, but a thin, determined snow that stung slightly against her cheek and didn't seem in any hurry to stop. She pulled her collar up and quickened her pace, and by the time she reached the station door her sketchbook satchel had a fine dusting of white across the flap.

St Ives station kept country hours even in a county that saw more visitors than most. It was little more than a single low building with a waiting room, a platform, and a ticket machine that jammed if you fed it a note folded the wrong way. The clock above the platform, older than anyone currently working there, showed twenty to ten. Clara pushed through the door into the waiting room and was met by the particular hush of a public place with almost nobody in it, a hush that had its own kind of weight, different from silence at home.

Two wooden benches ran along the walls, and a paraffin heater in the corner did its best against the cold and mostly failed. A noticeboard by the ticket window rattled faintly whenever the wind found the gap beneath the door. Clara had spent enough winter evenings in this room to have a preferred seat, the end of the bench nearest the window, where she could watch the platform without the heater's smoke drifting straight into her face, and she settled there now, laying her satchel across her knees.

The London train wasn't due until ten. She had twenty minutes, which was, if she was honest with herself, exactly why she'd left the shop when she did. She liked this particular twenty minutes. She liked it more, in some ways, than she liked the destination it was meant to be leading toward, not London, not tonight, only the walk home afterward, but the waiting itself, the permission it gave her to sit somewhere warm-ish and half-lit and simply look at things.

She took the sketchbook out again. The lavender border wasn't right; she'd known it wasn't right since that morning, and now, in the quiet, she could see why. The path curved too sharply where it met the bench, as if whoever designed it had forgotten that people carried things, pushchairs, shopping, each other's arms, and needed room to turn without stopping. She rubbed out the curve with the side of her thumb, since she'd left her eraser in her other coat, and began again, more gently this time, giving the corner room to breathe.

She was still working on it, one knee drawn up beneath her for balance, when the station door opened with a gust of wind and the scrape of someone in a hurry.

A man came in fast enough that the door didn't fully close behind him, letting in a slice of cold and a scatter of snow across the tiled floor. He wore a dark grey coat, a navy scarf wound twice round his neck, and he carried a brown leather case that had clearly been somewhere before tonight, scuffed at the corners, the handle worn pale where a hand had gripped it many times. His hair, dark and a little too long for tidiness, was wet through with melting snow, and his face had the flushed, wind-bitten look of someone who had run at least part of the way here.

He didn't look at Clara. He went straight to the departures board, tracking the rows of print with an urgency that seemed, to her, slightly out of proportion to a waiting room that plainly wasn't crowded with competition for seats.

"The London train hasn't gone, has it?" he said, mostly to himself, or to the board, in the tone of someone bracing for the answer to be no before he'd properly asked the question.

"Not yet." Clara hadn't meant to answer so quickly. It came out before she'd decided whether the question had been meant for her at all. "You've got about twenty minutes."

He turned, and something in his shoulders eased, the particular loosening of a person who has just discovered they are not, after all, too late. He hadn't expected anyone else to be in the room; that much was obvious in the half-second before he composed himself, in the way his eyes found her and then, briefly, the empty benches around her, as if checking his arithmetic.

"Thank you." He exhaled something that was almost a laugh, more relief than humour. "I thought I'd missed the last one."

"You'd have had a cold walk back into town if you had." Clara closed her sketchbook over her thumb, holding her place without quite meaning to keep it hidden. "The trains round here don't run late for anybody's convenience but their own."

"Lucky, then." He set the case down beside the bench across from her, carefully, the way you set down something you don't want to test on a cold floor, and peeled off a pair of gloves that looked new enough to still have their shape.

"Very lucky," she agreed, and something about saying it, about the small, unremarkable fact of a stranger making his train, pulled the corner of her mouth up before she'd decided to let it. "Most people who run for that particular train end up watching its lights disappear down the line. You should feel special."

He looked at her properly then, as though he were only now taking in that she wasn't simply a fixture of the room, and there was something almost startled in it, some fraction of a second where he seemed to be recalculating what kind of evening this had turned into. Outside, the snow kept coming, fine and steady, and beneath the single lamp on the platform it caught the light and turned, for a moment, gold.

"I do, actually," he said. "Feel special. Bit early to be sure it's earned, but I'll take it."

Clara laughed, a real laugh this time, short and surprised out of her, and he smiled back at her, the kind of smile that arrives before a person has quite decided to give it, and for a moment neither of them said anything at all, only the paraffin heater ticking in the corner and the wind working at the door he hadn't quite shut.
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Julian Hartley had packed his bag twice. The first time, standing in his old bedroom with its slanted ceiling and the curtains his mother refused to replace, he'd folded his shirts the way he always folded them for work, sharp creases, collars up. Then he'd stood there a moment too long, looking at the room he hadn't properly lived in for eleven years, and unpacked the whole thing and started again, as if doing it more slowly might make the weekend last longer than it had.

It hadn't worked. Weekends never did what you asked of them.

"You'll miss your train if you keep standing there staring at a jumper," his mother said from the doorway, arms folded, a tea towel still in one hand from the washing up. Margaret Hartley had a way of delivering worry as instruction, so that a person could not be entirely sure whether they were being fussed over or given an order.

"I'm not staring. I'm deciding."

"You've been deciding for ten minutes." She came in anyway, took the jumper from his hands, folded it properly, and set it in the bag herself. "Go on. You know where the front door is."

He'd meant to leave with more ceremony than that. He always meant to. Every visit ended the same way, a rushed goodbye at half past nine because he'd stayed too long over the second pot of tea, his mother pretending she wasn't watching the clock any more closely than he was, both of them behaving as though there would obviously be another weekend just like this one, soon, and not in six or seven weeks, whenever the Borough Market drawings allowed him to breathe.

He'd stopped at the churchyard on his way to the station. Not for long, five minutes, maybe less, standing at his father's grave with his hands in his coat pockets, saying nothing in particular, because there was nothing in particular that needed saying after eleven years. His father wasn't a man who'd required much conversation while alive, and Julian saw no reason to invent some for the dead. He'd only wanted, the way he always wanted on these visits, to stand there a moment and let the quiet do what it did. His father had believed the sea taught you everything worth knowing, if you were patient enough to let it, and Julian, who spent his working life inside glass buildings that had nothing to do with tides, still found himself thinking of that whenever he stood near water. He didn't know if it had made him a better architect. He suspected it had made him a worse Londoner.

The case he carried had been his father's, battered now, the leather gone soft and pale at the handle, useless for anything except looking like exactly what it was, a thing that had been carried a great many times by a man who was no longer here to carry it. Julian had never replaced it. His colleagues at Ashcombe & Reyes carried leather satchels that still smelled of the shop, hardware polished, corners sharp. His looked like something dragged out of a skip. He kept it anyway.

He was thinking about the case, and about his father, and, underneath both of those, the way a headache sits underneath a day without announcing itself until you stop moving, about Monday morning, when he realised he had eleven minutes to reach a station that was normally a fifteen-minute walk.

He ran the last stretch along the harbour front, snow beginning to needle sideways off the sea, his case banging against his leg with every stride. He was not, by nature, a man who enjoyed arriving anywhere in a state of disorder. He liked plans. He liked knowing, three moves ahead, exactly how a thing would unfold, a habit that served him well at a drafting table and rather less well in a body that was thirty pounds heavier than it had been at university and considerably less inclined to sprint.

The reason for his lateness sat uncomfortably in his chest the whole way there, a mixture of guilt and something closer to dread. Monday, he would walk into a meeting with Eleanor Pryce and two of the firm's most senior partners to discuss whether he was ready to lead the design team on the Borough Market renovation, his first real project, his name on the drawings instead of buried in someone else's. It was everything he had wanted since he was nineteen years old and had first understood that buildings could be more than shelter, that a well-placed window or a bench angled toward the morning sun could change the texture of somebody's ordinary Tuesday. He had wanted this so long that wanting it had become part of how he thought of himself.

And yet the whole weekend, some small, unhelpful part of his mind had kept circling back to a single unwelcome thought: that his father had died at fifty-eight without ever once seeing the ocean he loved from anywhere other than the same stretch of Cornish coast, and that Julian, at twenty-eight, was about to spend the best years of his own life inside a building with no windows that opened, chasing a version of success his father would have found faintly baffling. It wasn't that he thought the job was wrong. He didn't. He simply hadn't found a way yet to make the wanting and the doubting sit quietly in the same place, and four days in St Ives, however brief, always seemed to loosen something that London kept clenched tight.

He reached the station with the clock above the platform showing ten minutes to the hour, and something in him, legs, lungs, whatever machinery ran on adrenaline, eased in relief that dissolved almost immediately into faint embarrassment at how undignified he must look, snow melting down the back of his collar, breathing like a man twice his fitness.

"The London train hasn't gone, has it?" He said it mostly to the departures board, bracing, the way you brace for news you already suspect is bad.

"Not yet." The voice came from somewhere to his left, low and unhurried, entirely unbothered by his dishevelment. "You've got about twenty minutes."

He turned. A young woman sat at the end of the near bench, a satchel across her knees, a pencil held loosely between two fingers as though she'd been interrupted mid-thought. She had dark hair pulled back in a way that suggested it had started the day tidier than it currently was, and she was watching him with the mild, appraising patience of somebody who had clearly been sitting there a while and had nothing better to do than observe whoever came through the door.

He hadn't expected anyone else to be in the room. St Ives station at this hour usually belonged entirely to him and the paraffin heater that never quite worked.

"Thank you." The laugh that came out of him was mostly relief. "I thought I'd missed the last one."

"You'd have had a cold walk back into town if you had." She said it lightly, closing whatever she'd been working on over her thumb, a gesture so quick he almost missed it. "The trains round here don't run late for anybody's convenience but their own."

"Lucky, then." He set his father's case down beside the bench across from her, carefully, out of habit rather than necessity, and peeled off his gloves, aware of the cold coming back into his fingers now that he'd stopped moving.

"Very lucky," she agreed, and something in the way she said it, some private amusement she wasn't fully sharing, made him look at her properly for the first time, recalibrating what kind of evening this had apparently turned into. "Most people who run for that particular train end up watching its lights disappear down the line. You should feel special."

"I do, actually." He sat, because standing suddenly felt like the wrong choice, and because sitting seemed to invite whatever this was to continue. "Feel special. Bit early to be sure it's earned, but I'll take it."

She laughed, a real one, short and a little surprised out of her, as though she hadn't quite meant to find him funny, and something about that laugh settled him more thoroughly than the empty platform ever could have.

For a moment neither of them said anything. The heater ticked in the corner. Outside, under the single lamp on the platform, the snow kept falling, catching the light and turning gold before it vanished into the dark beyond the reach of the bulb. Julian found he didn't mind the silence. He minded silence in most rooms, it usually meant a meeting had stalled, or a client was displeased and hadn't said so yet, but this one had no weight to it at all. It simply existed, comfortable, the way silence apparently could be, if you were sitting across from the right person.

"You're not from round here," she said eventually. Not quite a question.

"I am, actually. Born about a mile from this platform." He gestured vaguely at the door. "I just don't live here any more."

"London." She said it the way people in St Ives often did, not unkindly, but with the faint air of diagnosing a condition.

"London." He considered pretending to be offended and decided against it. "Is it that obvious?"

"The coat's very well cut for someone catching a train in the snow." Her eyes flicked briefly to his gloves, still balled in his hand, and something in her expression suggested she was cataloguing him the way she might catalogue a specimen, not unkindly, but thoroughly. "And you looked at that departures board like it owed you money."

"I have a habit of looking at things like they owe me money. It's mostly aimed at spreadsheets."

"What do you do, that involves spreadsheets and running for trains?"

"Architect. Or training to be one properly, if you ask the partners." He hadn't meant to add the second part. It came out before he'd decided whether he wanted her to know it, a small, involuntary honesty that surprised him more than it seemed to surprise her.

"That sounds like it should be a simple answer." She tilted her head slightly, and he had the sense, not for the first time in the last two minutes, that she was actually listening rather than waiting for her turn to speak, which was rarer than it should have been. "Are you an architect or not?"

"I design buildings other people take credit for, mostly. Give it a year or two and I might be allowed my own." He hadn't planned to say that either. There was something about the room, the low light, the cold outside pressing against the windows, the fact that he would likely never see this woman again after tonight, that made honesty feel cheap, easily spent, without consequence. "Sorry. That sounded more bitter than I meant it to."

"It didn't sound bitter. It sounded tired." She said it simply, without sympathy dressed up as anything else, which he found he preferred to sympathy. "What would you build, if nobody stood in the way?"

He opened his mouth to give the answer he usually gave at dinner parties, something about sustainable materials, about civic pride, the kind of sentence that sounded good and cost nothing, and then, for reasons he couldn't entirely explain, gave her the real one instead.

"Somewhere people would actually want to sit. Not just walk past and admire. Sit. Stay a while." He glanced at the case beside him, at the pale worn handle. "My father used to say most buildings forget that people live in them, not just look at them. I think about that more than I probably should."

She was quiet for a second, and he thought perhaps he'd said too much to a stranger in a waiting room, tipped some private thing out onto the bench between them without meaning to. Then she reached down and, with the particular reluctance of someone handing over something they weren't sure they wanted seen, opened her satchel and slid the sketchbook across the gap between the benches.

"Then you'll probably think this is amateurish," she said, "but you did ask the right sort of question, so."

He took it carefully, the way you take something you understand to be worth more to its owner than it looks. The page showed a curve of pathway through a square of green, benches angled to catch both morning and evening light, a run of lavender along one border. It was rough in places, an eraser mark smudged where a line had clearly been rubbed out and redrawn, but the instinct behind it was unmistakable, the kind of instinct he'd sat through four years of university trying to teach himself and only partly succeeded.

"This isn't amateurish." He looked up at her. "This is better than half the concept sketches that get signed off at my firm."

"You don't have to say that."

"I'm not in the habit of saying things I don't mean. Ask anyone at Ashcombe and Reyes, apparently it makes me difficult in meetings." He turned the page before he'd properly asked permission, and found another version of the same corner, the path curved differently, the bench moved. "You've drawn this more than once."

"A dozen times, probably. Maybe more." She said it like a confession, glancing toward the door as though checking nobody else might walk in to overhear. "I keep thinking I'll get it right eventually. I haven't yet."

"What is it? A real place, or,"

"Nothing, really. A corner near the harbour that's just weeds and a broken bench nobody's fixed in about six years. I used to walk past it every day going to school and think about what it could look like instead." She reached over and turned the page back, self-conscious now, the way people got when something they cared about had been looked at for slightly too long. "It's not a proper plan. I never studied any of this properly. I just, read things. Library books, mostly, about drainage and planting and how paths should curve so people don't cut across the grass."

"That's not nothing. That's most of the job, honestly, minus the part where somebody pays you for it." He handed the sketchbook back, resisting the urge to ask to see more, aware that pushing might close something that had only just opened. "Why haven't you studied it properly, if you don't mind my asking?"

She was quiet a moment, turning the pencil between her fingers. "Because it felt like the sort of thing you say you'll do and then don't, and I'd rather not say it out loud and have to live with not doing it."

He recognised that particular shape of fear immediately, because he'd spent the better part of the weekend circling something close to its opposite, saying yes to the thing you wanted and then discovering the wanting came with a cost you hadn't fully priced in. "For what it's worth, I think that's a worse reason to stay quiet than most people realise. The not-saying doesn't actually protect you from anything. It just means nobody gets to tell you you're good at it."

"You don't know that I'm good at it."

"I've seen four pages of a corner nobody asked you to fix, drawn a dozen times because you couldn't leave it alone until it was right." He shrugged, and found he meant every word of it, in a way he rarely meant the polished things he said to clients. "That's most of what being good at something looks like, from where I sit. The caring about it more than you probably should."

Something shifted in her face then, not quite a smile, something quieter than that, as though he'd said a thing she'd wanted to hear for longer than she'd admit and hadn't expected to hear from a stranger who'd stumbled in out of the snow twenty minutes before his train. She didn't say thank you. She looked instead like she was deciding whether to trust it.

"You're very free with your opinions for someone I've known eleven minutes," she said, and there was warmth in it now, not quite an accusation.

"Occupational hazard. Nobody at work wants my opinion, so I've been saving them up."

That earned him the real laugh again, and he found himself hoping, in the small, unguarded way you hope for things you have no right to expect, that he'd get to hear it more than the once.

They talked longer than either of them likely intended, about the difference between what a place is designed to look like and what it's actually for, about her habit of drawing on buses and the back of till receipts because a proper sketchbook felt too much like admitting to something, about his tendency to say yes to every deadline until he was the last light on in the office, a habit she diagnosed, correctly and without much mercy, as mistaking exhaustion for proof of worth. He told her about Borough Market, about the arched windows he was fighting to save from a client who wanted glass and steel because glass and steel photographed well. She told him, carefully, in pieces, about a shop she didn't own and a folder she'd never shown her family, and somewhere in the middle of it he stopped noticing that the bench was hard and the heater wasn't working properly and the cold kept finding its way in under the door.

He was in the middle of asking her whether the lavender was meant to be for the bees or simply because she liked the colour, and she was in the middle of telling him, with the particular indignation of someone defending a decision she'd clearly made and unmade several times, that it was both, obviously, did he think a garden could only serve one purpose, when the tannoy overhead crackled into life, announcing the arrival of the ten o'clock service to London Paddington in a voice that sounded, to Julian, entirely too pleased with itself.

Neither of them moved right away.
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The tannoy finished its announcement and clicked off with a small metallic cough, and for a moment neither of them treated it as though it applied to them. Julian was aware of the sketchbook still lying open on the bench between them, the lavender border unresolved, and of some reluctance in himself to be the one who closed it.

"That's you," Clara said. She didn't move to close it either.

"That's me." He looked toward the door to the platform, where the cold had a different quality than the cold in the waiting room, thinner, more honest about what it was. "I don't suppose the ten o'clock has ever once left this station on time."

"Every night for as long as I've been coming here." She said it apologetically, as though the punctuality were a personal failing of hers rather than the railway's. "I'd love to tell you otherwise."

He stood, because there was nothing else sensible to do with a body once its excuse for sitting had announced itself over a tannoy, and reached for his father's case. It felt heavier than it had twenty minutes ago, though he knew that wasn't possible, that a case didn't gain weight from sitting still in a warm room while a stranger told you the truth about a garden that didn't exist yet.

Clara gathered the sketchbook into her satchel with the particular care of someone handling something newly exposed, folding the strap over twice the way she must have done a thousand times before, and stood too. They walked to the platform door together without discussing it, the way you fall into step with somebody you've known considerably longer than twenty minutes, and Julian found himself slowing his stride without deciding to, matching hers instead of his own.

Outside, the snow had thickened while they weren't watching it. It came down steadier now, no longer the thin needling that had chased him along the harbour front, and it caught the light from the single lamp over the platform and turned, briefly, the colour of something valuable before it landed and became ordinary again. Down the track, a headlamp had appeared, small and yellow, growing by degrees the way headlamps on a straight line always seemed to take longer than they should.

"Cold enough for you?" Clara asked, wrapping her arms around herself, and he understood it for what it was, not really a question about weather.

"I've had colder Decembers." He hadn't, not really, not since he'd left. London's cold was a different animal, filtered through glass and central heating and the brief dash between them. "Though I'd forgotten how this particular kind gets into your collar."

"That's the sea doing it. London cold just sits there being cold. This cold has opinions."

He laughed, and the sound of it surprised him slightly, the ease of it, given that he'd spent the last hour and a half of his weekend standing at his father's grave saying nothing. The train's headlamp had grown larger, and somewhere beneath the platform the rails had begun their low approaching hum, a sound felt in the soles of his shoes before it reached his ears properly.

There was, he thought, a version of the next two minutes in which he simply thanked her again, said something forgettable about the weather clearing by morning, and boarded the train the way any reasonable person boarded any train after a chance conversation with a stranger, pleasantly, without consequence, the whole thing filed away by Wednesday as a nice thing that had happened once. He had done this before, or something like it. Trains were full of people you talked to for twenty minutes and then never thought of again, not because the conversation hadn't mattered but because it had happened inside a container built for exactly that kind of forgetting.

He found he didn't want the container.

The train was slowing now, the long complaint of its brakes rising over the platform, and Julian became aware, with an embarrassment he hadn't expected, of the shape his hand had already made inside his coat pocket, fingers closed around the corner of a card he hadn't consciously decided to reach for. He thought of Eleanor Pryce's voice in Friday's meeting, telling him that hesitation cost more than a wrong decision ever did, and found the thought unhelpful and true in roughly equal measure.

"This is going to sound presumptuous," he said, before he'd fully resolved whether to say it at all, which seemed, on reflection, the only way he was ever going to manage it.

"You've got about forty seconds before that becomes a moot point." Clara nodded at the train, now hissing to a stop along the platform, its doors not yet open.

"Then I'll be quick about it." He drew the card out and held it toward her, close enough to see it was slightly bent at one corner from the coat pocket and the running and the cold. Ashcombe & Reyes, cream stock, his name beneath the firm's in a typeface he'd never had any say in choosing. "I'd like to know if that corner by the harbour ever gets its bench fixed. And the lavender. I have opinions about the lavender I didn't get to finish saying."

She looked at the card without taking it immediately, and he had a half-second of doubt so complete it felt almost restful, a certainty that he'd misjudged the whole shape of the last twenty minutes and was about to watch her decline with the particular gentleness reserved for men who overstepped without meaning any harm by it.

Then she took it, turning it once between two fingers the way she'd turned her pencil earlier, reading it properly rather than simply accepting it.

"I'll tell you the lavender's staying," she said. "Whatever your opinions are."

"I had a feeling you might say that."

"Then why bring it up?"

"Because I'd rather lose the argument in person than never have it at all." The doors hissed open along the carriage nearest them, and a guard somewhere down the platform called something about London Paddington that got lost in the general noise of arrival. "Or over the phone, I suppose, if the corner takes a while."

"It might take a while. I've been fixing that corner in my head for six years and it's still not right on paper."

"I'm not in any hurry." He said it more plainly than he'd intended, and heard, a beat too late, how much it might have given away, that a man who ran for trains and argued with departure boards and had once, memorably, made a junior colleague cry over a materials schedule, was standing on a platform in the town he'd spent a decade trying to outgrow, telling a stranger he wasn't in any hurry for something that hadn't yet been named.

Clara didn't seem to mind the giving-away. She slid the card into the front pocket of her satchel, not the folder where the sketches lived, he noticed that, the small deliberate placement of it somewhere separate, and looked up at him properly, the way she had earlier when she'd decided he was worth actually listening to rather than merely answering.

"I'll let you know," she said. "About the bench. Whenever it happens."

"I'd like that."

Along the platform, the last of the boarding passengers were disappearing into the carriages, and the guard's whistle gave its first short warning note, sharp against the snow-muffled quiet of the station. Julian became aware, with the sudden clarity of a deadline arriving, that he had perhaps eight seconds left to say something and no idea what that something ought to be, every version of it sounding either too much or nowhere near enough.

"I had a good weekend," he said finally, which was true, and which he understood the moment he said it to be an entirely inadequate summary of a weekend that had included his father's grave and his mother's tea towel and, now, this. "Better than I expected, anyway."

"Better than expected's not a bad thing to hope for." Clara smiled, and there was something careful in it, something that hadn't quite decided how much of itself to show. "Go on. You'll miss it after all this."

He picked up his case. There was, he thought, a version of himself in some other evening who would have found something to say here that was clever, or warm, or at the very least memorable enough to be worth repeating to someone later, his mother, probably, over the next pot of tea, and instead what came out was simply, "Goodnight, then."

"Goodnight." She said it the way she'd said everything else that evening, unhurried, as though there were no such thing, in her particular corner of the world, as running out of time to say a thing properly.

He stepped up into the carriage, and the doors gave their warning hiss behind him, and for one unguarded moment
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